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Research

Introduction
The relationship between occupation as purposeful, meaningful and goal-
directed doing and health and wellbeing is well established in the occupational
science and occupational therapy literature (Wilcock 2006, Hocking 2009).
However, much of the research in this area has concentrated on general cate-
gories of occupation, such as leisure (for example, Ball et al 2007, Lloyd et al
2007) or work (for example, Jakobsen 2004, Håkansson and Ahlborg 2010),
rather than exploring the nature and benefits of specific occupations (Hocking
2009). This article concentrates on one occupation, knitting, a skilled and cre-
ative yet largely taken-for-granted domestic pursuit, which has recently enjoyed
a resurgence, ‘a new visibility’ and social acceptability (Turney 2009, p144).

Although there is increasing evidence that engaging in creative activities
can impact positively on both health and wellbeing (Department of Health
and Arts Council for England 2007), much of this comes from visual and
performing arts (Staricoff 2004). Less is known about the benefits of specific
and readily available domestic arts and crafts, such as knitting. 

Literature review
The nature of knitting as occupation
As a creative, inexpensive and portable activity, knitting combines repetitive
tasks and physical and cognitive skills with the enjoyment of creating a product
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Introduction: There is increasing evidence that engaging in creative and meaningful
occupation can impact positively on health and wellbeing. Much of the research
in this area has concentrated on general occupational categories and less is known
about the benefits of specific occupations. This study aimed to identify the benefits
of knitting for individuals’ personal and social wellbeing as a prerequisite to
investigating its therapeutic use. 

Method: An online survey was conducted through an internet knitting site.
Responses were received from 3,545 knitters worldwide. Quantitative data were
analysed statistically to establish relationships and differences among variables
and qualitative data for key themes.

Results: Respondents came from a virtual community of knitters. The majority
were female white adults and frequent knitters, who commonly reported knitting
for relaxation, stress relief and creativity. The results show a significant relationship
between knitting frequency and feeling calm and happy. More frequent knitters
also reported higher cognitive functioning. Knitting in a group impacted significantly
on perceived happiness, improved social contact and communication with others. 

Conclusion: Knitting has significant psychological and social benefits, which can
contribute to wellbeing and quality of life. As a skilled and creative occupation, 
it has therapeutic potential – an area requiring further research. 
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(Hosegood 2009). The term ‘knitting’ describes a construc-
tion process, which results in ‘a looped fabric made from 
a continuous supply of yarn, by hand with needles or by
machine’ (Harris 2004, p46). Its apparent simplicity has
ensured its survival as a domestic, as well as a commercial,
textile craft (Gillow and Sentance 1999). Basic hand knit-
ting is relatively simple to learn and its tacit skills have been
passed down through generations (Turney 2009). Knitting
can be learnt by children and engaged in across the lifespan;
it can become exceptionally complex and mastering the art
of knitting ‘can take a life time’ (Stanley 2002, p24). As an
art and skilled craft, knitting can offer a means for express-
ing personal ability, creativity and cultural traditions. It can
also be a vehicle for making social connections through knit-
ting groups and, today, the development of virtual knitting
communities (Minahan and Wolfram Cox 2007, Turney 2009).

Although there is limited research evidence to support a
relationship between knitting and wellbeing, Turney (2009)
discussed knitting’s potential to promote wellbeing through
repetitive activity, which can create ‘a space for contemplation’
and induce ‘an enhanced state of calm’ (p152). Similarly,
Katz-Frieberg (2010) pointed to knitting’s meditative and
therapeutic qualities. Albert Einstein was reputed to have knit-
ted between projects to ‘calm his mind and clear his thinking’
and textile designer and knitter Kaffe Fassett described it
as ‘the most therapeutic thing in the world’ (Lawley 2004,
p169). To date, the therapeutic qualities of creative arts and
crafts occupations and their relationship with wellbeing have
been researched in general terms, rather than by concentrating
on specific occupations. 

The relationship between creative arts,
crafts and wellbeing
Recent reviews of the research-based literature indicate that
therapeutic engagement in creative arts and crafts can have
a positive impact on mental health and wellbeing (Perruzza
and Kinsella 2010). From a psychological perspective,
Huppert (2009) described wellbeing as a ‘combination of
feeling good and functioning effectively’ (p137). It encom-
passes an ability to realise one’s own potential, cope with
normal daily stresses and contribute productively to society
(World Health Organization 2009). Engagement in the creative
arts and crafts can influence wellbeing positively by promot-
ing motivation and self-esteem (Bedding and Sadlo 2008),
a sense of self and positive identity (Riley 2008, Reynolds
2009), quality of life and personal growth (Hacking et al
2006). A phenomenological study exploring the meanings
of making traditional arts and crafts (Tzanidaki and Reynolds
2011) revealed a sense of competence and achievement that
comes from craft making and a sense of continuity of self
in later life among older women in Crete. Indeed, Blanche
(2007) described creative occupations as ‘one of the purest
ways for a person to express their authentic self’ (p29). From
their review of the literature, Perruzza and Kinsella (2010)
found that engaging in creative arts occupations also enhanced
participants’ perceived sense of control and choice, offering
a form of self-expression, a sense of purpose and a means of

coming to terms with illness. The relationship between engag-
ing in the creative arts and crafts occupations and wellbeing
is, in general terms, clear. However, there are relatively few
studies that explore textile-related arts and crafts (of which
knitting is one) as occupation.

Textile arts and crafts as occupation
Textile arts and crafts cover a broad range of specific tech-
niques and practices that, through hands-on engagement
with equipment and materials, result in the production and/or
embellishment of fabric (Riley 2011). Textile art making as
occupation and its subjective meanings for women with
chronic illnesses have been researched extensively by
Reynolds (2006) and Reynolds and Prior (2003). In addition,
Dickie’s (2004) ethnographic study of American quilters
offered insights into quilting as a skilled and creative occupa-
tion in a sociocultural context and Howell and Pierce (2000)
discussed the restorative value of quilt making. A study by
Boerema et al (2010) showed the positive contribution of
sewing to a sense of self and personal wellbeing for immi-
grant women in South Australia, providing them with a link
to their cultural traditions. An ethnographic study by Riley
(2008) explored the potential of weaving, spinning and
dyeing to promote personal and social wellbeing, uncovering
the sense of self and collective sense of self that comes from
engaging in textile making and creating textiles individually
or with others. Although this body of work refers to a range
of textile-related occupations, each incorporating different
skills and techniques, as a whole it demonstrates how engage-
ment in purposeful, skilled and creative textile making, alone
or with others, is meaningful to participants, contributing to
their quality of life and sense of wellbeing. The study described
here seeks to contribute to this evidence base through explor-
ing the impact of knitting on individuals’ perceptions of their
mental and social wellbeing by: 
1. Identifying how and why individuals engage in knitting
2. Establishing knitters’ perceptions of how knitting:

� Affects mood, feelings and thinking
� Promotes social activity
� Impacts on individuals’ skill development.

Method
Study design
In order to address the study’s aims with a wide population
of knitters, an online survey was conducted in 2010 with
knitters who accessed a specific internet website. Compared
with other more traditional methods, online surveys have
the advantage of providing access to a potentially wide
target audience (Gaiser and Schreiner 2009). The virtual
community of knitters in this study shares project ideas,
experiences and information online. It is also a forum for
social networking and has an estimated membership of
over one million people worldwide of different sexes, ages,
nationalities, ethnicity, socioeconomic groups and people
with and without disabilities and medical conditions.
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Ethics
Ethical approval was given by the university’s ethics committee
and formal permission to conduct the survey was secured
from the host website organisers. Information about the study
and assurances of confidentiality and anonymity were posted
on the internet site, together with an invitation to take part
and a link to the questionnaire. 

Sample
The nature of the design meant that the sample was self-
selecting, limited to those who chose to respond to the invi-
tation posted on the internet site. Internet surveys have
the advantage of being able to collect large amounts of data
at relatively little cost, so in order to maximise heterogeneity
(Dillman 2007) and allow for incomplete responses, the
maximum number was set at 5000. The link to the question-
naire was kept live for 2 weeks. 

Survey instrument
The questionnaire was designed using Bristol Online Surveys
(BOS) software (BOS 2012). It was divided into six sections
in order to gather data on demographics, reasons for engag-
ing in knitting, and perceived effects on mood and feelings,
thinking, social activity and skills. Questions were based
on themes extracted from narrative data collected by
Stitchlinks UK (Stitchlinks 2010) and designed to yield a
mix of nominal, ordinal and qualitative data (Fowler 2002).
They included tick boxes for personal details such as gender,
age and ethnicity; categorical 5, 7 or 10 point scales where
respondents were asked to rate their mood or feelings; and
open free-text boxes where respondents could add additional
information or, for example, detail their main reasons for
knitting or outline their skills.

To improve reliability and validity, the questionnaire was
piloted with a local group of knitters (n = 40) and amend-
ments were made to improve clarity and design. A revised
version was launched on the host internet site in June 2010.

Response
An actual response rate is impossible to calculate for online
surveys because the number of people who saw the survey
but chose not to complete it cannot be established. Responses
were received from 3,545 knitters (of which 3514 were valid)
within 2 weeks, with no reminders or prompts (70% of the
maximum number set).

Data analysis
Data were initially organised and managed using the BOS
analysis system. Quantitative data were transported into
SPSS 16 for descriptive statistics and to test relationships
and differences among variables. Qualitative data were
coded in NVivo 8 to establish categories and themes. 

Results 
The results bring together the quantitative and qualitative
findings from each section of the questionnaire. 

Table 1. Age distributions
Age group (years) Male Female
Under 20...........................................5 (11.9%)...............79 (2.3%)........
21-30..............................................14 (33.3%).............978 (28.3%)........
31-40..............................................13 (31.0%).............946 (27.4%)........
41-50 ................................................5 (11.9%).............650 (18.8%)........
51-60 ................................................3 (7.1%).............515 (14.9%)........
60+..................................................2 (4.8%).............290 (8.4%)........
Total...............................................42.........................3458......................

Demographics
Of the respondents, 98.8% were female and 1.2% male and
the majority (90%) classified themselves as ‘white’. Overall,
31 countries were represented from North and South America,
Europe, Asia, Australia and Africa. The majority of respon-
dents (59%) lived in North America (United States and
Canada) and 31% in the United Kingdom. Age distributions
tended to be skewed towards the younger age groups, that is,
under 40 years, with the tendency being more pronounced
for males. The modal age group was 21-30 years (see Table 1).
The results given below apply to female respondents. The
number of responses from males (n = 42) was considered
too small for comparative analysis, but will form a basis for
further study.

Where people knit
The majority of respondents (98%) said that they knitted at
home; knitting in public (for example, on public transport or in
cafés) was more prevalent among the under 40 years age groups.

Medical conditions
Of the respondents, 33% reported having a medical condition.
These included a range of psychological, physical and neuro-
logical problems, most commonly anxiety, depression, arthritis,
fibromyalgia and hypertension. 

Reasons for knitting 
Respondents were asked to identify their main reasons for
knitting. From the qualitative free-text responses to this
question, these commonly related to knitting’s perceived
psychological benefits, such as relaxation and relief from
stress, together with therapeutic and meditative qualities,
which were related to its rhythmic and repetitive nature.
Knitting was also seen as a means of being productive whilst
engaging in passive activities, such as watching television or
travelling, or during unproductive time, such as queuing or
waiting for appointments. It provided hands-on physical
tactile engagement, which offered a sense of accomplishment,
a creative outlet and a connection to tradition. It also offered
a means of giving to others and a vehicle for social activity. 

Knitting frequency
The majority of respondents (72%) reported knitting more
than three times per week. Analysis revealed a significant rela-
tionship between the frequency of knitting and respondents’
perceived mood and feelings; specifically calmness, happiness,
sadness, anxiety and confidence.
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Calmness
Frequent knitters, especially those who knitted more than
three times per week, were more likely to report feeling calm
after knitting. The difference between means (see Table 2)
was significant using one-way ANOVA (p<0.001).

Respondents commonly reported that induced feelings of
calm and relaxation were related to the rhythmical nature of
the knitting process. The process or activity of knitting was
considered to be important to 67% of respondents who rated
it between 8 and 10 on a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 was ‘not
at all’ and 10 ‘very’. For example, one respondent described
‘the rhythm of the repetitive motion in simple projects’ as
‘hypnotic and calming’ when she was feeling stressed. Another
felt that it was ‘relaxing and yet engaging at the same time’.
Others described knitting as ‘soothing’, ‘restful’ or ‘spiritual’.
Respondents also felt that knitting had meditative and
‘zen-like’ qualities. Feeling calm and relaxed was associated
with stress relief. 

Stress relief
Respondents were asked if knitting made them feel more
stressed and the majority (79%) said that it definitely ‘did not’
or ‘did not usually’, with a further 18% indicating that it did
‘sometimes’. Knitting was for the majority of respondents a
‘stress reliever’; the process was, for example, described as
a way to ‘unwind’ from stresses of work:

I can sit back and create something while letting the daily

stresses melt away.

Relaxing or unwinding after work was especially important
for people whose paid work involved information technology
(IT) and computers:

… to disconnect from all the screens and beeps and blips in my

life, and just focus on using something tactile with my hands.

Knitting also helped respondents who had anxiety disorders
to cope with stressful situations:

I have extreme social anxiety and it gives me something to

focus on if I have to be around people. It helps me relax so

that my anxiety and panic don’t overwhelm me.

For the few respondents who sometimes, usually or
definitely found knitting stressful (19.5%), this appeared
from their comments to relate to its complexity or to the
frustrations of learning new knitting skills. For the small
number of people (n = 36) who said that they knitted for
profit, stress was associated with the pressure of working
to commission and ‘meeting deadlines’.

Knitting was also described as ‘therapy’ or ‘therapeutic’
by some respondents (n = 54) in that the rhythm and process
could provide a ‘mental break’ for those who had stress or
depression. As one respondent put it:

Knitting has transformed my life in a way I never could have

imagined. It keeps me occupied and makes sure depressive

thoughts and inertia don’t have a chance to creep in and take

hold and it’s working far better than any previous method

I’ve ever tried for this.

In summary, the findings indicate that the qualities inherent
in the process of knitting can offer a means of coping with
the stresses of daily life; it also impacted on mood. 

Knitting and happiness
Respondents were asked to indicate on a 7-point scale ranging
from ‘very sad’ to ‘very happy’ what their mood was generally
like before they started knitting: 43% described their mood as
‘neutral’, with a further 34% describing themselves as ‘happy’.
The remaining 23% rated themselves as ‘a little’ to ‘very sad’.
However, after knitting less than 1% said that they remained sad
and 81.5% rated themselves as feeling ‘a little’ to ‘very happy’.
Furthermore, the results displayed in Table 2 indicate a positive
association between more frequent knitting and respondents’
perceptions of improved mood after knitting. Means are
significantly different using one-way ANOVA (p<0.001). 

Approximately a quarter of respondents chose to offer
further explanations of how knitting impacted on their
mood. Just over a half of this group said that their mood
varied depending on circumstances or the time of day. The
majority, however, indicated that whatever their mood was
before knitting, it improved afterwards. For example:

I knit regardless of my mood and I can be either happy or sad

going into it. It always makes me feel better …

Others felt that knitting helped them to cope with mood
rather than to change it. For the few respondents who
described themselves as depressed, having very low mood
could impact on their ability to engage in knitting:

I think the only time when I really don’t feel like knitting is

when I am very sad. 

The extent to which mood improved after knitting was also
associated by some with the complexity of the project and the
difficulties encountered. Respondents were also asked if the
colour and texture of the yarn affected their mood.

The impact of colour and texture
On a 5-point scale ranging from ‘definitely not’ to ‘definitely’,
29% of respondents indicated that the colour of the yarn did

Table 2. The relationship between knitting frequency and feeling
calm or happier after knitting*

Knitting frequency n Mean for Mean for 
feeling calm knitting and
after knitting happiness

Every day...........................1313.................2.48 ........................2.28........
3-5 times per week ...........1228.................2.32 ........................2.12........
1-2 times per week..............387.................2.21 ........................2.02........
Once a fortnight ..................128.................2.16 ........................1.99........
Once a month ........................91.................2.03 ........................1.77........
Rarely or never.......................63.................1.95 ........................1.68........
*In these questions respondents were asked to rate whether knitting helped
them feel calm and happier on a 5-point scale, ranging from ‘definitely not’
to ‘definitely’. NB: this was re-coded for analysis as: 1 = not really, 2 = usually,
3 = definitely (due to problems with low frequencies in the original coding).
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Social aspects of knitting
Just over half (50.3%) of respondents said that they knitted
in a knitting group. Of this group, 65% felt that knitting with
others ‘usually’ or ‘definitely’ gave them confidence and 86%
said that knitting with others gave them a feeling of belong-
ing. In addition, 90% said that they had made several or
more friends through knitting and 70% found it ‘usually’
or ‘definitely’ easier to talk to other knitters.

The social connections and interactions that came about
through knitting emerged as an important aspect for many
respondents. Knitting was described as ‘a great conversa-
tion starter’ and as ‘something to connect with people over’,
which could then lead to conversations on other topics.
Knitting was also described as a vehicle for socialising in
both virtual (internet) and real time groups. One respon-
dent described how it had helped her to manage otherwise
difficult social situations:

… I love the structured nature of knitting classes and circles.

It also gives me something in common with people during

conversation. It’s something I can do with my hands while

interacting with people. It helps me manage my shyness.

Knitting with others was also perceived to have a positive
impact on mood.

The relationship between knitting with others
and mood
An analysis of the relationship between the social aspects of
knitting and mood indicated that people who knitted in a
group were more likely to feel ‘calmer’, ‘happier’, ‘excited’,
‘useful’ and ‘better’ about themselves than those who did
not. Two-sample t-tests and Mann-Whitney both showed a
significant difference between the group and non-group
knitters on all of these variables (p<0.001). No significant
differences were found, however, for those who rated them-
selves as ‘sad’, ‘anxious’ or ‘stressed’. However, for people
with depression, there was a significant association between
membership of a knitting group and both ‘feeling happier’
(p = 0.015) and ‘better about themselves’ (p = 0.044). There
was also a relationship between knitting in a group and
learning new skills.

The relationship between knitting with others
and learning new skills
Analysis revealed that those who knitted in a group, whether
virtual or face to face, were more likely to feel that knitting
had definitely helped them to learn new skills, both knitting
skills (72%) and other skills (41%), when compared with
respondents who did not knit in a group (two-sample t-tests
and Mann-Whitney both showed significant differences,
with p<0.001 in all cases). For example, one respondent
described how: 

From talking with other knitters I’ve learned new cooking,

gardening, sewing and beading techniques.

Communicating with others online had also helped respon-
dents to improve their IT skills: 

Table 3. Frequency of knitting*
Frequency of knitting n Mean

Organise thoughts.....3 times per week or more..........2540.........3.43.......
Less than 3 times per week..........656.........3.17.......

Forget problems........3 times per week or more..........2562.........3.33.......
Less than 3 times per week..........666.........3.16.......

Memory ....................3 times per week or more..........2548.........3.89.......
Less than 3 times per week..........659.........3.37.......

Concentration ...........3 times per week or more..........2531.........3.87.......
Less than 3 times per week..........658.........3.57.......

*The frequency of knitting variable was re-coded as a binary variable (1 =
3 times a week or more, 2 = less often).

not usually affect their mood compared with less than 1%
for texture. However, 24% of respondents felt that colour
‘usually’ or ‘definitely’ affected their mood and 46% felt that
texture did. Respondents typically referred to the ‘tactile
pleasures in fibres’ and ‘touchable feelable result’. The majority
of respondents also felt that knitting improved their thinking,
memory and concentration.

Cognitive ability 
Just under half (47%) of respondents indicated that knit-
ting ‘usually’ or ‘definitely’ helped them to think through
problems, 37% said that it helped them to forget problems
and 39% felt that it helped them to organise their thoughts.
Furthermore, 55% felt that knitting ‘usually’ or ‘definitely’
helped their thinking to flow more easily. Over half of the
respondents (58%) also thought that knitting was good for
their memory and 61% said that it improved their con-
centration. Cross-tabulation indicated a strong relationship
between these variables and knitting frequency. Application
of a two-sample t-test showed that for each of the dependent
variables, the perceived effect was significantly greater for more
frequent knitters (p<0.001 in every case) (see Table 3). 

The respondents’ comments illustrated how knitting
helped their thinking, problem solving and concentration.
Knitting helped ‘clear the mind’ and the process of knit-
ting was described as a diversion from negative thoughts.
As one person put it: ‘I can escape while I knit.’ Others felt
that it helped them think through problems: 

Knitting helps me mull through problems, as a kinaesthetic learner

I find it easier to work on things when my hands are working.

Respondents described the challenges of knitting, such as
working out a complex pattern and exercising new knitting
skills, as improving their problem-solving abilities. The need
to assimilate and remember instructions and patterns was also
considered to be good for improving short-term memory. 

Respondents also commented on how knitting helped
their concentration. Commonly, they felt that by keeping their
hands busy they could focus and pay attention to other things
more easily. One respondent described knitting as requiring
‘just enough concentration to keep you occupied, but not
enough to tax’. Others also commented on how knitting
helped them to focus in lectures, during conversations, and
while watching television or listening to music. 
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I also got involved with internet forums and started my own

knitting blog so it has helped me improve my IT skills.

Knitting had ‘usually’ or ‘definitely’ encouraged 57% of
respondents to learn new skills. Respondents described 
a wide range of transferable practical, cognitive and social
skills, together with strategies for coping with different
situations.

Practical skills
Respondents commonly reported that knitting had led them
to learn other crafts, such as sewing, crochet, spinning,
weaving and dyeing, together with the ability to design
their own products. Others described learning a range of
transferable practical skills, such as decorating and other
do-it-yourself projects. 

Building confidence, being more adventurous and feeling
able to take risks and to try new things were described as
resulting from learning new skills. Additionally, being able
to make ‘gifts for others’, ‘household objects’ and ‘clothes/
accessories’ was associated with being content and ‘less
materialistic’, ‘bringing creativity into daily life’ and ‘learn-
ing how to be more self sufficient’. 

Some respondents (n = 68) also described gaining skills
in teaching others. For example, one respondent had started
a knitting club in her local school, teaching teenagers to
knit. In addition to practical skills, respondents described
cognitive skills and abilities gained through knitting. 

Cognitive skills
The cognitive skills and abilities that improved for respon-
dents as a result of knitting included mathematics, planning
and organising, and visual /spatial awareness. 

Mathematical skills were reported as having improved on
different levels depending on the complexity of their knit-
ting; for example, from ‘mental arithmetic’ for ‘calculating
stitches and measurements’ to altering ‘the size and gauge
of an existing pattern’. Mathematical skills together with
improved abilities to ‘plan ahead and organise’ were also trans-
ferred to other areas such as ‘budgeting’ and, for example,
‘thinking resourcefully about what I need to spend money on’.
Budgeting was also connected to the need to buy yarn and
other knitting supplies. Improved visual and spatial aware-
ness was described in terms of an ability ‘to think in a more
three-dimensional way’, ‘conceptualise’ a finished item and
work out the ‘spatial relationships’ between the different com-
ponents of, for example, a garment. 

Social/communication skills
In addition to the social aspects and the benefits of engaging
in virtual and real knitting groups and communities, respon-
dents said that knitting in groups or making contact with
others had improved their communication skills, which in
turn gave them confidence. One respondent said:

I often have problems with communication in group

situations, knitting helps me speak and has really improved

my ability to make friends.

Knitting was also felt to be important as a means of
coping with stressful situations. 

Coping skills
Respondents reported that knitting helped them to cope with
‘emotional control’ and ‘approach problems more calmly’.
Others described how knitting had helped them to cope with
stressful events, such as serious family or personal illness.
For example, one respondent said: 

I can accomplish something meaningful even when I’m in a

lot of pain.

In fact, the step-by-step approach to knitting is, as one
respondent described it, transferable to other aspects of life:

– a sweater or shawl is made one stitch at a time, and

eventually you get a finished product. In life – when things

are hard, you take it a few minutes at a time, and eventually

you make it through.

In summary, the skills that respondents had learnt
through knitting were transferable to other aspects of their
lives on a practical and cognitive level. Additionally, knit-
ting had provided many respondents with the skills for
coping with otherwise difficult situations and events. 

Discussion 
For the respondents to this survey, who are members of a
virtual knitting community, knitting is a personally and socially
valued, creative, skilled and rewarding occupation. The high
response rate, achieved within a relatively short space of time,
could be an indication of the passion that these knitters have
for their craft and their recognition of its benefits. Although
responses were received from a cross-section of different ages,
the skew towards younger adults possibly resulted from the
nature of both the survey and the host internet site, which
captured frequent internet users with the technical ability
to share and make use of specialist information online 
(Ó Dochartaigh 2002). It is also indicative of the resurgence of
interest in hand crafts among younger women, referred to by
Minahan and Wolfram Cox (2007). The predominance of
female respondents is an indication of the gendered nature
of knitting as a domestic craft, which also has associations
with the feminist movement (Hosegood 2009). 

Knitting is both a process and a product-oriented occu-
pation. Blanche (2007) used the term ‘process-oriented’,
where benefits are derived from occupational engagement
(p22). In this study, respondents attributed a number of psy-
chological benefits to the knitting process, coming from
its rhythmic and repetitive nature, which induced feelings
of calm and relaxation. This echoes the findings from
other studies, especially those related to leisure or arts and
crafts (Ball et at 2007, Riley 2008). For the majority of respon-
dents in this study, knitting was perceived as a means of
unwinding from the stresses of everyday life or as a coping
strategy for those with anxiety problems, pain or depression.
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Turney (2009) referred to the value of knitting during periods
of stress when ‘the combination of concentration and rhythm
distances the self from the world outside’ (p154). Knitting was
also perceived by the majority of respondents as impacting
positively on mood. 

Feelings of happiness and improved mood were signifi-
cantly associated with more frequent knitting. Knitting in a
group also had a perceived impact on happiness. In contrast,
knitting had little impact for the few respondents with very
low mood. Although the reasons for this are unclear and
require further investigation, Turney (2009) suggested that
the contemplative space created through knitting alone,
which allows for introspection, can be uncomfortable in some
instances, whereas knitting with others can distract from
negative thoughts. This might explain why people with low
mood do not always find solitary knitting mood enhancing,
and why those respondents who described themselves as
depressed felt that knitting in a group improved their mood.
This could be of importance to occupational therapists who,
in conjunction with their clients, need to consider the most
appropriate form of occupation, together with the mode
and optimal time for therapeutic engagement. Such issues
require further research. Interestingly, texture had more
impact on respondents’ mood than colour; this is com-
mensurate with other work on textiles, where heightened
tactile awareness among textile artists /craftspeople has
been noted (Riley 2008). 

Knitting was perceived by respondents to improve their
thinking, concentration, problem-solving abilities and
memory; again, these variables were significantly related to
more frequent knitting. Knitting also helped respondents to
concentrate on other tasks, such as listening to speech or
music, and provided a productive use of time whilst engaging
in other passive activities. Knitting appears to offer much
more than a diversion from otherwise boring tasks; from
respondents’ comments, its rhythmic yet skilled process has
the potential to induce flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1988), free up
thinking and promote reflection. In common with Dickie’s
(2011) analysis of the therapeutic aspects of quilting, knit-
ting offers variability in terms of challenge and skill. Knitting
also provides an outlet for personal creativity and its products
offered meaningful ways for respondents to give to others
and become more self-sufficient. In addition, and in a similar
way to other arts and crafts (Reynolds and Prior 2003, Riley
2011), knitting encouraged further skill acquisition, both
in terms of other craft skills and transferable life skills.

Despite being an individual pursuit, the potential of knit-
ting to promote social inclusion was strongly evident from
the survey. Knitting provided a vehicle, through belonging
to real time or virtual groups, for improving social contact
and communication and for making friends. In common with
quilting (Dickie 2011), knitting’s social aspects enhance
its therapeutic potential. Taken as a whole, the findings
indicate that knitting has the potential to promote quality of
life and personal and social wellbeing for people who engage
in it as a meaningful occupation. The psychological and social
benefits derived from knitting are an indication of its thera-

peutic potential; however, the specific benefits for people with
different problems and conditions require further research. 

Critical evaluation
The use of an online questionnaire (administered in English)
and the consequent self-selecting sample resulted in a bias
towards younger age groups and English-speaking internet
users, who were mainly from North America and the United
Kingdom. Although other countries and cultures were repre-
sented, numbers were small and further research is needed
to account fully for potential differences in perceptions across
cultures and traditions. The use of an internet knitting site
as host also meant that mostly keen and frequent knitters
took part. This could be seen as an advantage in that com-
mitted knitters could more easily relate to knitting’s potential
psychological and social qualities, although further analysis
is needed to establish any differences in perceptions between
knitters with different levels of experience. 

Despite the use of professional software to design the
questionnaire and a pilot to improve validity, the construc-
tion of some questions led to difficulties in analysing rela-
tionships among variables. For example, the questions ‘What
is your medical condition?’ and ‘Where do you live?’ led to
descriptive answers that were difficult to disaggregate.
Also the scales to establish frequencies, such as the frequency
of knitting, required re-coding for analysis. Such issues
have an impact on reliability. 

Conclusion
The findings from this international survey highlight the
personal psychological and social benefits that can be derived
from knitting and its consequent impact on wellbeing for
committed knitters. By concentrating on one occupation
rather than investigating a general occupational category,
such as leisure, the findings can offer more specific evidence
of the factors that might underpin its therapeutic use; in
particular, that engaging in frequent knitting has the poten-
tial to induce feelings of calm and relaxation and to raise
mood. It can also contribute to stress relief. Knitting products
are an outlet for creativity and knitting can help individuals
to engage on a social level: virtually, through the internet,
and in real time through knitting with others. 

Key findings
� For committed knitters, there is a significant relationship between

knitting frequency and perceptions of feeling calm and happier.
� Members of a virtual knitting community perceived knitting in a

group as improving their social confidence and communication.

What the study has added
This study adds to the growing evidence that engaging in creative, skilled,
meaningful and rewarding occupation can contribute significantly to
quality of life, and to personal and social wellbeing.
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